Summary: What is it?
The ability to write an effective summary might be the most important writing skill a student can possess. When you summarize a text (or describe visual material), you distill the ideas of another source for use in your own work. Summarizing primary sources allows you to keep track of your observations.  Summarizing is a stand-alone skill that bridges reading and writing.  It is necessary for personal note taking and for conveying to others your understanding of a text.  It is also, however, a skill needed as a foundation for many types of writing. You need to be able to summarize before you can be successful at most of the other kinds of writing that will be demanded of you. 
Why Summarize?

To answer questions such as “What was the movie about?,” “How did the game go?,” and “What did I miss in class today?” you must be able to summarize.  Your questioner doesn't want to know every line and action in the movie, every play in the game, or every word from class; the question asks you to select the important details and summarize them.  Similarly, when you summarize a reading you need to be able to find the important elements and then present them as clearly and concisely as possible. 

Politicians and companies employ people to read every newspaper and newsmagazine and summarize relevant stories and articles. The more concise the summary the better, yet if any major details are omitted the purpose of the summary is lost—its readers will be uninformed on key aspects of the news and may make embarrassing errors as a result.  Accuracy and concision are the most important traits of a good summary. 

What Does Summary Look Like?
· Summarizing to Learn

Obviously, you cannot write a good summary of a source that you do not understand.  As a reading strategy, summary can help you check what you understand and don’t understand in a text you have read.  To do a reader’s summary, read a section of the book or article, or the whole thing if it is short, and then close the text and write a summary of the key points.  When you've finished, skim the text again to make sure you didn't omit any major points.  This use of summary helps you understand a text, prioritize its content, and helps you check what you've learned. 
Summarizing critical sources is particularly useful during the research, close reading, and note-taking stages of writing. It gives you a record of what you've read and helps you distinguish your ideas from those of your sources.  
· Summarizing to Demonstrate Learning

Students are often asked to write a summary essay, which is written—unlike a reader’s summary—for an audience other than yourself. Teachers sometimes assign summary essays when they want to make sure that students fully understand an assigned text.   The purpose of the summary essay, then, is to convey to others your comprehension of a complex text you have read.  An important feature of the summary essay is its fidelity to the source: you must represent your source accurately and comprehensively, with as little of your own interpretation as possible.  This is known as true summary.  A true summary always concisely recaps the main point and key supporting points of an analytical source, the overall arc and most important turns of a narrative, or the main subject and key features of a visual source. True summary neither quotes nor judges the source, concentrating instead on giving a fair picture of it. 
Interpretive Summary is another way to show understanding of a text. Sometimes your essays will call for interpretive summary—summary or description that simultaneously informs your reader of the content of your source and makes a point about it.  Interpretive summary differs from true summary by putting a "spin" on the materials and showing your reader your assessment of the source. It is thus best suited to descriptions of primary sources that you are asked to interpret or evaluate.   If you are asked to interpret or evaluate a text, summarize the important details and then tell the readers why they matter: your interpretive "spin.”
Keep in mind, though, that if you put an interpretive spin on a critical source when you initially address it, you risk distorting it in the eyes of your reader.  This is a form of academic dishonesty.  True summary is still necessary before interpretive summary.  

· Summarizing to Support Analysis
Summary, in addition to standing alone, is indispensable in preparing for and writing other types of essay.  Consider including true summary—often just a few sentences, rarely more than a paragraph—in your essay when you introduce a new source. That way, you inform your readers of an author's argument before you analyze it.   Every essay also requires snippets of true summary along the way to "orient" readers—to introduce them to characters or critics they haven't yet met, to remind them of items they need to recall to understand your point.  True summary is also necessary to establish a context for your claims, the frame of reference you create in your introduction. 

Summaries you write to prepare for an essay will generally be longer and more detailed than those you include in the essay itself.  Only when you've established your thesis will you know the elements most important to retain.  It is crucial to remember, though, that the purpose of an analytical essay is only partly to demonstrate that you know and can summarize the work of others.  The greater task is to showcase your ideas, your analysis of the source material.  In this way, true summary can be a tool in your essay rather than its entirety.
Interpretive summary also has a place in analytical writing as a bridge between what the text shows and your own ideas about what it means.  Use interpretive summary sparingly to frame your analysis. 

